Pathology of Hematodinium infections in snow crabs (Chionoecetes opilio) from Newfoundland, Canada.
Bitter crab disease (BCD) of snow crabs, Chionoecetes opilio, is caused by a parasitic dinoflagellate, Hematodinium sp. The disease has shown an alarming increase in prevalence in the commercial fishery in eastern and northeastern areas of Newfoundland and Labrador since it was first recorded there in the early 1990s. We documented histopathological alterations to the tissues in snow crabs with heavy infections of Hematodinium sp. and during sporulation of the parasite. Pressure necrosis was evident in the spongy connective tissues of the hepatopancreas and the blood vessels in most organs. In heavy infections, little remained of the spongy connective tissues around the hepatopancreas. Damage to the gills varied; in some cases it was severe, particularly during sporulation, involving apparent thinning of the cuticle, loss of epithelial cells, and fusion of the membranous layers of adjacent gill lamellae. Affected lamellae exhibited varying degrees of distention with a loss of trabecular cells, hemocyte infiltrations, and swelling or "clubbing" along the distal margins. Large numbers of zoospores were located along the distal margins of affected lamellae suggesting that sporulation may cause a lysis or bursting of the thin lamellar cuticle, releasing spores. Pressure necrosis, due to the build up of high densities of parasites, was the primary histopathological alteration in most tissues. Hematodinium infections in the snow crab are chronic, long-term infections that end in host death, during sporulation of the parasite.